Reviews: May 1977 


Re 5/5/77 


Veterans Memorial Coliseum, 
New Haven, Connecticut 


Set 1: Promised Land, Sugaree, Mama 
Tried > El Paso, Tennessee Jed, Looks like 
Rain, Deal, Lazy Lightnin’ > Supplication, 
Peggy-O, The Music Never Stopped 

Set 2: Bertha, Estimated Prophet, Scarlet 
Begonias > Fire on the Mountain > Good 
Lovin’, Saint Stephen > Sugar Magnolia 
Encore: Johnny B. Goode 





1. Source: AUD, Quality: C, Length: 3:00; Geneal- 
ogy: Betty Board, 7-inch reel, 4% track, 7% ips, MR > 
PCM > DAT 

2. Source: SBD, Quality: A, Length: 3:00 (//“Scarlet 
Begonias,” “Sugar// Magnolia”) 

Highlights: The entire show 


With the legendary, perhaps overrated show at Cornell 
only three nights away, we find the band opening in 
magnificent form. Apologizing for the late start to the 
show—due, according to Weir, to their plane having 
“flown the wrong way” (!)—they launch eagerly into an 
impressive “Promised Land.” A mere slip of a song in 
comparison with what is to follow, it nevertheless man- 
ages to sum up the great achievement that was the 
band’s sound in 1977. Measured, almost majestic, it 
surfs on the back of the playing of the recently reunited 
rhythm section. After the rather turgid, disconnected, 
and drained vibe that the band struggled with through- 
out much of 1976 as Mickey Hart was reintegrated into 
the Dead’s sound, the payoff is here at last. The great 
rhythm triumvirate is once more fully meshed together 
and, in this year in particular, providing a backdrop of 
steady, stable, but energy-filled power. This drives the 
band along effortlessly and, at least in its effect upon the 
consistency of the Dead’s playing and sound, remains 
unrivaled. In one of their best-ever performances of this 
usually throwaway tune, all band members contribute 
magnificently. This version characterizes the 1977 
sound by proceeding at a rather stately pace that never- 
theless appears full to the brim with power in reserve. In 
this sense, at least, one can see 1977 as a year of matu- 
rity in the band’s sound: they have achieved the ability 
to articulate their obvious energy and inspiration with- 
out ever really resorting to frenetic pace or rapid 
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changes of tempo or musical direction. It is, of course, 
also possible to attribute part of this shift in style to the 
recent sea-change in Garcia’s main drug of choice, from 
the high-flying years of psychedelics and cocaine to the 
new discovery that he was never really to give up, the 
smooth and self-contained world of heroin. Garcia him- 
self closes the tune with a long and surging crescendo 
that showcases that other new ingredient of the Dead in 
this year: his deeper, fatter guitar sound. 

Little can have prepared the audience for what was 
to follow, however. The “Sugaree” that the band 
launches into is without question one of the longest and 
finest that they ever performed, containing, alongside 
Garcia’s heartfelt and soulful vocals, three coruscating 
jams, each quite different in character. Garcia managed 
to be so consistently inventive and energetic in his play- 
ing without ever appearing to be showing off: this is the 
secret of his special appeal as a guitarist and mirrored 
the best of his personality. His playing in this set, how- 
ever, stands out as being particularly outgoing and flam- 
boyant, endlessly creating and juggling intricate themes 
and figures, which are then tossed aside to be replaced 
by further extravagant creations. The first jam pulses 
with energy from the start and builds to a barrage of 
heavy guitar riffs that nevertheless manages to be noth- 
ing less than pure artistry. Garcia ends the display tri- 
umphantly with a rousing but playful power chord, and 
you can almost see the smile on his face as he launches 
into the second verse. After it Keith plays mellow yet 
rolling piano, which Garcia gradually overwhelms with 
an epiphany of sound, which grows ever more intense 
while seeming to hover at the limits of expression. Jam 
number three sees the same two players trading off once 
again, this time very quietly, before the final lyrics ride 
home ona pulsing bass line to end nearly a quarter of an 
hour of music almost unparalleled for the start of a 
show. 

Especially in the first half of 1977 first sets in partic- 
ular suffered from a relatively limited song selection, but 
one of the redeeming features was the prominence of 
“Mama Tried” in Weir’s ever-present repertoire of cow- 
boy songs. A sparkling version segues into “El Paso.” 
“Tennessee Jed,” usually far from a nest of surprises, is 
end-loaded with a solo whose length and thematic com- 
plexity is almost unparalleled for this tune. In “Looks 
like Rain” both Bob and Donna continuously outdo 
each other in the excellence and emotion of their singing, 
highlighting another ingredient in both this show and the 

“1977 sound”: the consistently good vocal performances 
from all three singers of the time. Here they bring out the 
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best in the lyrics, properly making the tune a strong 
assertion of emotion rather than the syrupy number that 
passionless vocals could so easily turn it into. Garcia 
delights in a flamboyantly delicate yet assertive support- 
ing role, soloing resonantly. He then goes on to invest 
“Deal” with more than its usual share of the sly exuber- 
ance exuded by this tune. One of the finest “Lazy 
Lightnin’” > “Supplication” follows, 
with a transition between the two 
songs of surpassing strangeness and 
beauty, the drummers rattling an 
eccentric rhythm over which Weir 
and Garcia mesh and merge intricate 
melodies. “Peggy-O” is excellent, 
with an appropriately lyrical solo 
from Garcia. “The Music Never 
Stopped” kicks off with a strong 
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ing in with an overwhelming bass line. The atmosphere 
charges up, Weir sings out: it’s “Good Lovin’,” with 
everyone tighter than a clam throughout and Garcia 
soloing with an appropriately romantic edge. 

There’s a lot more tuning before the unmistakable 
notes of “Saint Stephen” ring out. Garcia solos very 
long and very hard, backed by pounding drumming, in 
what has to be one of his most furi- 
ous pieces of guitar playing outside 
of “The Other One.” After he stu- 
diously ignores several attempts at 
intervention by other members of 
the band, the transition back to 
vocals finally comes about; then they 
go straight into “Sugar Magnolia.” 
Garcia seems to put in an extra note 
and an added drop of energy to 
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drum and bass underpinning, build- 
ing blocks of sound underneath Bob 
and Donna’s vocals, messianic with 
fervor, which Garcia echoes in a long 
and intense closing solo. Nearly ninety minutes of a very 
great first set. 

“Bertha” opens set 2, fine vocals ringing out with 
Garcia’s still-youthful timbre. Keith contributes elegant 
swirls of piano as Garcia sweeps into a much extended 
jam, brimming over with elegant muscle. The band, like 
a well-oiled machine, bring the song to a pulsing finish 
amid roars from the crowd. Only a very short sally 
from Garcia interrupts the progress of “Estimated 
Prophet” before the closing jam blossoms wonderfully 
psychedelic, trippy and teasing, with occasional vocal- 
izing from Weir that never obscures the ever-changing 
flurries of guitar over a solid bedrock of Phil’s growling 
bass. However, bewilderingly soon, the song is brought 
to a close before extended tuning-up heralds “Scarlet” 
> “Fire.” 

This time Keith and Bob are right alongside Garcia in 
drawing out the jam in “Scarlet” to unusual length, and 
very soon after, the band drops elegantly into the inter- 
song transition. This is unusually mellow, with Garcia 
and Lesh noodling, sometimes rather sleepily, over a clat- 
tering rhythm from the drummers that eventually dis- 
solves into the beat of “Fire on the Mountain.” Phil lays 
down a loping, solid groove alongside hypnotic rhythm 
from Weir. Garcia launches in at the start of the jam, 
with the band just continuing on. He is glorious, his gui- 
tar lines finessing shifting beams of melody as if through 
a prism. But, once again cruelly before its time, the music 
switches, the drummers cutting right back and Phil leap- 
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everything in this with the band con- 
tinuing incredibly tight and power- 
ful. They encore with a “Johnny B. 
Goode” that is feet-on-the-floor, 
slash ’n’ burn rock ’n’ roll. Yes, they can play that too, 
as if we needed reminding. 

Overall, equipment problems—though not, it ap- 
pears, for Garcia—dog the second set and do not allow 
him the sweep that he demonstrates to the full in the 
first-set tunes where we do not expect so much jam- 
ming. “Saint Stephen” is a clear standout in this respect, 
but for both “Estimated” and “Fire” to have only one 
somewhat truncated jam apiece, in each case closing the 
song, is a real shame and a distinct blot on what is nev- 
ertheless a truly magnificent show. 
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